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Utopian Visions or Dystopian Realities?
The Role of Sci-F1 Imagery and Technological
Innovations in Contemporary Urban Megaprojects

Ioana Cecalasan, loana Moldovan, and Silivan Moldovan

Abstract—Futuristic urban projects like NEOM in Saudi
Arabia, Masdar City in the UAE, and Telosa in the United
States epitomize the aspiration to design future cities,
integrating artificial intelligence, renewable energy, and
sustainable design. Drawing inspiration from utopian science-
fiction narratives, these projects aim to tackle pressing global
challenges, including climate change, resource scarcity, and
rapid urbanization. NEOM’s ambitious The Line project,
Masdar’s zero-carbon blueprint, and Telosa’s focus on social
equity each offer unique approaches to reimagining urban
living. However, their feasibility is fraught with challenges.
Critics point to ecological and economic limitations, social
inequality, and the ethical dilemmas of algorithmic governance
as major risks. Environmental fragility, the displacement of
marginalized communities, and the over-reliance on
technology underscore the thin line between utopia and
dystopia. This paper critically examines these projects' socio-
political and environmental implications, questioning whether
they can deliver on their promises or risk becoming
unsustainable ventures. Ultimately, the success of such
futuristic cities hinges on balancing technological innovation
with inclusivity, transparency, and ecological responsibility,
ensuring they serve as models for sustainable and equitable
urban futures.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The rapid pace of technological advancement and the
urgent need to address global environmental challenges
have spurred a new era of urban innovation that aims to
reimagine the urban landscape. These futuristic cities
promise to integrate artificial intelligence, renewable
energy, and cutting-edge technology to tackle climate
change, resource scarcity, and population growth. Drawing
heavily on utopian ideals and science fiction imagery, these
projects want to demonstrate that sustainable and
technologically advanced urban living is no longer a distant
vision but an imminent reality.

However, the concepts behind these cities raise critical
questions. Can advanced technologies resolve complex
socio-economic and environmental challenges facing urban
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areas and the world? What are the implications of creating
hyper-technological urban environments in regions with
fragile ecosystems or authoritarian regimes? Moreover, do
these projects that promote inclusivity and equity risk
becoming exclusive enclaves that exacerbate existing
inequalities?

This paper explores these futuristic cities' visions,
promises, and potential pitfalls. By analyzing their designs,
their assumptions, and socio-political impacts, it seeks to
provide a balanced perspective on whether these projects
can serve as models for equitable and sustainable urban
development or remain idealized experiments with limited
practical impact.

II. THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF UTOPIAN CITIES

To fully appreciate the ambitious visions of modern
projects like NEOM and Masdar City, it’s essential to trace
their ideological roots. The idea of the Utopian city has deep
roots in the human imagination, long preceding
contemporary urban projects. Throughout history, thinkers,
artists, and architects have envisioned idealized cities
designed to address the shortcomings of their times. These
speculative urban designs have oscillated between dreams
of social harmony and fears of dystopian outcomes,
reflecting humanity’s evolving relationship  with
technology, governance, and the environment.

Eine Hauptsirasse.

Fig. 1. Retro-futuristic cards produced by Stollwerck Chocolade, a German
chocolatier @Public Domain

Utopian cities are recurring in literature, art, and urban
theory. Early works such as Sir Thomas More’s Utopia [1]
introduced the idea of a perfect society built upon principles
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of equality, communal ownership, and efficient governance.
These concepts influenced urban planning movements,
inspiring efforts to design cities that optimize space,
resources, and social interaction. In the 20th century,
visionary architects like Le Corbusier imagined “machines
for living,” [2] where architecture and urban design would
streamline modern life, fostering efficiency and
productivity.

Science fiction has further shaped the utopian city
concept by blending technological imagination with social
critique. Fritz Lang’s Metropolis [3] a pioneering film,
portrayed a futuristic urban environment as a space of
technological grandeur and deep social inequality,
reflecting the anxieties of industrialization. In contrast, the
animated series The Jetsons [4] presented a more optimistic
view, where advanced technology enabled effortless living
and societal harmony.

These contrasting depictions underline an important
problem in utopian urbanism: while technology offers
solutions to many urban challenges, it also risks deepening
societal divides. This duality remains at the heart of modern
futuristic city projects, which seek to translate utopian ideals
into tangible urban environments.

Today's projects explicitly draw from these historical
narratives. Their designs suggest a future where urban
problems are solved through innovation, sustainability, and
the integration of advanced technologies. However, like
their historical precedents, these initiatives must deal with
the enduring challenges of social equity, environmental
constraints, and the unforeseen consequences of rapid
technological progress. Understanding this historical
context provides valuable insights into the ambitions and
potential risks of contemporary efforts to build the cities of
tomorrow.

III. MODERN UTOPIAN CITIES: AN OVERVIEW

A. NEOM: The Saudi Arabian Dream

NEOM, a $500 billion megacity under construction in
Saudi Arabia, is emblematic of this ambitious trend. It is one
of the largest and most controversial urban development
projects globally. Envisioned as a hyper-technological
urban hub, NEOM aims to incorporate Al, managing
everything from traffic flows to resource allocation.

Its signature project, The Line, epitomizes its audacious
vision—a 170-kilometer-long linear city designed to house
nine million residents in vertically integrated spaces [5].
With zero cars and minimal environmental impact, The Line
aspires to redefine urban living through efficiency and
sustainability and become a catalyst for change [6].

Fig. 2. A rendering of The Line, a key element of NEOM. Image: @ Neom

Other projects within the NEOM are: Oxagon, intended
to be a hub for advanced manufacturing and innovation,
Trojena, envisioned as a mountain destination for outdoor
activities and tourism, incorporating eco-friendly practices
in its development, and Sindalah, a luxury island destination
within NEOM that aims to attract high-end tourism while
promoting environmental sustainability, and Magna, a
luxury premiere tourist destination along the coastline [6].

B. Masdar City: Sustainability in the UAE

Masdar City, in the UAE, launched in 2007, aimed to be
a pioneering eco-city powered entirely by renewable
energy, designed for 50,000 residents and daily commuters.
Developed by Foster + Partners, it promised zero carbon and
zero waste, integrating advanced technologies and
sustainable practices [7]. However, the project faced
significant challenges following the 2008 financial crisis,
leading to delays and a shift in vision. Originally ambitious
plans were scaled back, with many features abandoned or
altered. Despite its initial promise as a model for sustainable
urban development, Masdar City has become emblematic of
the difficulties in realizing such grand visions amid political
and economic realities [8].

C. Telosa: An Egalitarian American Experiment

Telosa, envisioned by entrepreneur Marc Lore and
designed by BIG Architecture, aspires to be a transformative
"15-minute city" that prioritizes people, by blending
cutting-edge technology with social equity. This innovative
project emphasizes communal ownership of resources,
seeking to foster an egalitarian society where wealth and
opportunities are shared equitably. The project blends
environmental sustainability with economic inclusivity,
aiming to create a balanced urban environment where
innovation supports equitable and sustainable living [9].

D. Other Modern Utopian City Projects

In Japan, Dogen City represents a more niche futuristic
concept—a floating smart city developed by N-ARK with a
strong focus on healthcare innovation. By integrating ocean
resources and renewable energy, it aims to tackle challenges
posed by rising sea levels and aging populations [10].

Built in South Korea, on reclaimed land, Songdo is a
smart city that integrates technology into urban living. It
features extensive green spaces and advanced infrastructure.
It aims to be a hub for international business while
promoting sustainable practices. [11].

Another South Korean project, Sejong is designed to
relieve congestion in Seoul by functioning as a government
administrative city. The city promotes eco-friendly
transportation and smart urban systems.

Planned as the new capital of the Andhra Pradesh region
in India, Amaravati is envisioned as a smart, green city
with abundant public spaces, renewable energy sources, and
high-tech governance systems.

Developed by China's Country Garden in Malaysia,
Forest City will be built on reclaimed land near Singapore.
It combines green architecture with smart city technologies,
including Al-driven urban management and vertical
greenery, to create an eco-friendly urban space.

A planned administrative capital near Cairo, in Egypt, it
aims to address overcrowding in the existing city. The
project features a smart infrastructure network, sustainable
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energy use, and modern urban planning.

Smart Forest City Cancun in Mexico incorporates a
forest-like urban environment with renewable energy and
water management technologies. It is positioned as a
prototype for sustainable urban living in the tropics.
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Fig. 3. Map showing the location of some projects currently being
developed. The map image @Wikimedia

IV. THE AESTHETICS AND NARRATIVES OF FUTURISTIC
CITIES

These projects capitalize on utopian narratives,
employing terms like “sustainable by design” and “cities of
the future” to captivate the public imagination. Striking
visual renderings, often reminiscent of science fiction
classics, depict sleek skyscrapers, autonomous vehicles, and
Al-driven infrastructures, signaling a future where urban
challenges are elegantly resolved.

The allure of futuristic cities lies as much in their visual
and conceptual appeal as in their commitment to
technological and ecological advancements. Modern urban
megaprojects leverage aesthetics and narratives deeply
influenced by the iconography of science fiction, crafting an
image of a world where technological innovation
seamlessly resolves urban challenges. These narratives,
paired with striking visualizations, serve as marketing tools
and a means to galvanize public and investor enthusiasm for
these ambitious undertakings.

A. Sci-Fi Inspirations: From Imagination to Urban

Design

The sci-fi aesthetic draws heavily from decades of
speculative fiction that envisioned advanced urban
environments as spaces of both wonder and complexity.
Iconic works such as Fritz Lang’s Metropolis [3] and Ridley
Scott’s Blade Runner [12], [13] introduced towering
skyscrapers, dense cityscapes, and advanced transportation
systems as hallmarks of the futuristic metropolis. Similarly,
Utopian depictions, like those in The Jetsons [4], present
sleek, clean, and efficient urban centers driven by advanced
technology and environmental harmony.

These dual visions—utopian and dystopian—resonate in
the designs of cities like NEOM’s The Line, Masdar, or
Telosa. Renderings of these projects often feature futuristic
transportation systems, minimalist designs, and gleaming
facades that deliberately signal technological sophistication
and ecological progress.

B. The Role of Aesthetics in Urban Marketing

The sci-fi aesthetic is not merely an artistic choice but a
strategic one. Renderings of NEOM or Telosa often feature
elements like autonomous vehicles, sprawling green spaces,
and structures with innovative, otherworldly designs,
creating a visual narrative that suggests these cities belong
to the future rather than the present. This visual language
positions the projects as solutions to climate change and
resource scarcity.

Such imagery is also critical in securing investment and
public support. The striking visuals tap into collective
imaginations shaped by decades of science fiction media,
promoting a sense of possibility and excitement. The
message implied is clear: what was once the realm of
science fiction is now achievable through cutting-edge
technology and innovative urban planning.

C. Aesthetics as Ideology

The sci-fi aesthetic also advances a particular ideological
narrative that equates technological progress with human
advancement. Presenting technology as the ultimate
solution to urban challenges, these projects downplay socio-
political and environmental complexities. The controlled
imagery of these cities often omits the messiness of real-life
urban life—inequality, displacement, and resource
conflicts—projecting an image of efficiency.

D. Science Fiction’s Cautionary Tales

Interestingly, science fiction critiques the very visions
these projects aspire to embody. Dystopian narratives such
as Blade Runner and Elysium warn against urban
environments that, while technologically advanced,

exacerbate inequality and environmental degradation. These
cautionary tales remind us that the aesthetics of progress can
mask underlying ethical and practical challenges.

il . ! . |
Fig. 4. A rendering of The Line, with Cyberpunk dystopian aesthetics.
Image: @ Neom

The tension between utopian aspirations and dystopian
risks is inherently a part of the sci-fi aesthetic. It reflects the
dual nature of technological progress: its capacity to create
transformative solutions while simultaneously introducing
new challenges. For futuristic cities, these tensions
underscore the need for careful planning and accountability,
ensuring that the reality lives up to the promise.
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V. ECONOMIC VIABILITY: A QUESTION OF
SUSTAINABILITY

Futuristic city projects like NEOM, Masdar City, and
Telosa are ambitious endeavors driven by advanced
technology and large-scale infrastructure investments.
NEOM’s $500 billion budget, supported by Saudi funds and
global investors [6], and Masdar City’s UAE-backed
framework exemplify the immense financial commitments
involved [7]. Telosa, on the other hand, relies on private
funding and grants, emphasizing equity and reinvestment in
public goods [14].

To be economically viable, these cities must attract
diverse businesses, residents, and industries. NEOM,
located on a key trade route [15], aims to lead in technology
and renewable energy, while Masdar focuses on green
industries [16]. Telosa’s unique communal ownership
model challenges traditional capitalist structures but faces
scalability issues [9], [14].

Cost overruns and delays are significant risks. Masdar
City’s zero-carbon vision has been scaled back, with
underutilized spaces highlighting economic challenges [8].
Similarly, NEOM’s The Line has been downsized from its
ambitious 170 kilometers [17]. These setbacks reflect the
difficulty of sustaining momentum amidst fluctuating
markets and evolving technologies.

Revenue generation remains critical. NEOM’s focus on
affluent industries risks excluding middle- and lower-
income groups, while Masdar has struggled to achieve
population density [8]. Telosa’s communal model must gain
broader acceptance to ensure long-term sustainability.

Ultimately, these projects highlight the challenges of
balancing ambitious visions with inclusivity and economic
sustainability. Their success depends on transitioning from
speculative experiments into thriving urban ecosystems that
benefit a diverse range of stakeholders.

VI. ENVIRONMENTAL CHALLENGES AND TECHNOLOGICAL
DETERMINISM

A fundamental assumption underpinning these projects is
that technological innovation can transcend natural and
environmental limits. This perspective, rooted in
technological determinism, posits that societal progress
depends primarily on technological advancements [18]
Proponents argue that the resource scarcity, pollution, and
climate change challenges can all be resolved through
sophisticated technologies like Al, renewable energy, and
smart grids.

While these cities are often marketed as self-contained
ecosystems, they rely heavily on global supply chains and
external resources for materials, technologies, and labor.
This reliance undermines the image of sustainability and
raises questions about their resilience in a changing global
landscape.

Many proposed cities are in regions facing severe
environmental challenges. NEOM and Masdar City, for
example, are situated in arid zones with water scarcity and
extreme heat, creating significant obstacles to their visions
of sustainability. The technologies employed, while central
to these projects, cannot entirely mitigate the energy-

intensive demands of maintaining such vast urban systems
in inhospitable climates [19], [20].

Desalination, for example, may provide short-term
solutions for water scarcity, but it is not a panacea. The
energy-intensive process used for desalination, combined
with its potential environmental impacts, makes it a risky
long-term strategy for water management [21].

Projects like Masdar aim to be zero-carbon cities but they
often struggle. Masdar has not met its initial ambition of
being entirely car-free and dependent on renewable energy.
Such discrepancies highlight the difficulty of scaling green
technologies to meet the needs of dense, modern urban
populations [7] [22].

These cities exemplify a belief that innovation can
transcend natural limits. However, this optimism sometimes
overlooks the interconnectedness of ecosystems and the
finite nature of resources. Large-scale urban projects may
inadvertently exacerbate environmental problems, such as
habitat destruction, resource overuse, and carbon footprints
linked to construction and maintenance [23].

The success of these cities in addressing climate change
depends on their ability to operate sustainably over decades.
For example, while NEOM promises self-sufficient water
systems and renewable energy grids, extracting resources
like lithium for batteries or desalination for water may strain
local environments, causing long-term degradation [23].

While technological advancements can significantly aid
urban developments, relying solely on innovation without
considering ecological and systemic constraints risks
undermining these cities' stated goals. Sustainable urban
planning must integrate technology, realistic assessments of
environmental limits, and collaborative global efforts to
mitigate climate impacts.

VII. SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS: THE RISK OF INEQUALITY

While these projects are marketed as inclusive and
egalitarian, there is a growing concern that they may deepen
social inequality. High-tech utopias often cater
disproportionately to affluent populations, leaving
marginalized communities at risk of exclusion [24], [25].

Fig. 5. Al-generated image

A. Social Implications: The Risk of Inequality and
Socioeconomic Stratification
Futuristic city projects like NEOM, Masdar City, and
Telosa promise to model inclusivity and sustainability, yet
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risk exacerbating social inequalities. While marketed as
utopian hubs offering equity and progress, they often
prioritize affluent stakeholders, leading to systemic
exclusions.

These cities are marketed to the wealthy elite,
emphasizing luxury living and high-tech environments. The
high cost of living in such urban spaces could make them
inaccessible to lower-income populations. Instead of
fostering inclusive communities, they risk becoming
exclusive enclaves, further segregating economic classes.

B. Labor Exploitation

Construction for these megaprojects often relies on
migrant workers, who are vulnerable to exploitation. They
also frequently face poor working conditions and limited
rights, as seen in other projects based in the Golfregion [26].

NEOM, for example, has faced serious ethical
controversies, including the forced displacement of the
Huwaitat tribe to make way for its construction. Such
incidents underscore the potential for these projects to
prioritize economic and technological ambitions over
human rights and social equity [27].

C. Digital and Governance Gaps, Algorithmic

The reliance on Al-driven governance raises concerns
about accountability and citizen agency. In algorithmic
urbanism, decisions about resource allocation, public
services, and social behavior are determined by data-driven
algorithms rather than democratic processes [24]. Replacing
traditional governance with technocratic, algorithm-driven
decision-making undermines democratic representation,
leaving marginalized communities without a voice.

The extensive use of surveillance and Al in these projects
raises ethical concerns about privacy and bias. Al
algorithms, if unchecked, can perpetuate systemic biases,
disproportionately impacting underrepresented groups.

While these cities aim to create equitable urban
environments, the reality often reflects heightened
inequality. By addressing these risks proactively, through
fair governance, robust labor protections, and digital
inclusivity initiatives, they might better balance their
utopian aspirations with social justice.

VIII. THE THIN LINE BETWEEN UTOPIA AND DYSTOPIA

Futuristic city projects occupy a precarious position
between utopian aspirations and dystopian risks. Ethical
challenges are central to this balance. While the vision of
these futuristic cities is undeniably compelling, the
boundary between utopia and dystopia remains perilously
thin. The same technologies designed to create sustainable
and equitable urban environments may inadvertently lead to
adverse outcomes, such as mass surveillance, environmental
degradation, and social stratification.

Modern utopian cities encapsulate the potential for
transformative progress and highlight the fragility of
achieving such aspirations. The thin line between utopia and
dystopia emphasizes the need for caution, inclusivity, and
sustainability in designing future urban environments.
Without addressing systemic risks, these cities may become
cautionary tales rather than models of progress.

These projects serve as a stark reminder that achieving
genuinely sustainable and inclusive urban futures requires
more than technological innovation. They demand an
approach that integrates ecological responsibility, economic
viability, and social equity.

Fig. 6. Al-generated image

demands a

ethical
commitment to inclusivity, accountability, and transparency
in urban planning [24].

Addressing these challenges

IX. CONCLUSION: LESSONS FOR FUTURE URBANISM

Futuristic cities such as NEOM, Masdar City, Telosa, and
Dogen exemplify humanity's ambition to redefine urban
living through innovation and sustainability. However, their
success depends on addressing ethical, ecological, and
social challenges. Progress must transcend technology,
integrating inclusivity, environmental responsibility, and
democratic governance into urban frameworks.

These cities symbolize hope for a sustainable future but
underscore the complexity of translating utopian ideals into
reality. Policymakers and stakeholders must avoid over-
reliance on technology and prioritize equitable solutions.

In envisioning the cities of tomorrow, the lessons of
history—and the cautionary tales of science fiction—must
guide us. Only by addressing the socio-political and
environmental dimensions of urban development can we
aspire to create cities that are not only technologically
advanced but also genuinely sustainable and inclusive.

Futuristic city projects inspire a bold rethinking of
humanity's interactions with urban spaces, technology, and
the environment. However, a balance between utopian
aspirations and practical realities requires a nuanced,
inclusive, and sustainable approach. The lessons from these
cities offer a roadmap for creating urban environments that
not only embrace innovation but also uplift communities,
protect ecosystems, and preserve democratic values. As the
world grapples with urbanization and environmental
challenges, these insights are critical for shaping a future
where progress is both equitable and enduring.
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